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Critical and unsanguine by temperament, he had small faith in
the value of popular reforms; and the few that he passed—the
County Councils Act, free education, and the London Govern-
ment Act—were only taken up when it was impossible to evade
them. Hicks Beach tells us further that 'on the leading questions
of Home politics of the time, such as the constitution of Parlia-
ment, local government, or Irish land, he was more Tory than
his colleagues; but, though certainly no Tory Democrat, he was
keen about the housing of the poor and sanitary improvement'.
His generally negative attitude reflected itself in the conservative
party; which under him became less forward-looking and more
limited to the defence of the status quo.
Among his older colleagues two had some tides to succeed.
For long-tested capacity in debate and in administration, no
conservative excelled Hicks Beach. But he had grown out of
sympathy with recent trends, and decided to quit office with his
old leader, going to the house of lords as Viscount St. Aldwyn.
The duke of Devonshire might have succeeded had he not been a
liberal unionist. Thrice invited to be premier during the queen's
reign, he was now passed over in silence, even his intimate friend,
the king, offering no balm to his feelings.1 A mightier figure than
either of them, Chamberlain, was temporarily off the stage. He
had on 7 July been laid up by a serious cab accident, which kept
him out of parliament till the twenty-second. Thus Balfour took
over with no demur from any quarter, and had little to arrange
save filling the chancellorship of the exchequer. He transferred
C. T. Ritchie to it from the home office—a bad choice for his
government and party, as time was soon to show. A month later
Lord James of Hereford followed Hicks Beach into retirement.
The new premiership lasted some months over three years. It
accomplished much for the nation; but as it was followed by an
overwhelming party defeat, the reproach of failure has clung to
it. Balfour himself has been blamed, with little understanding.
His crowning offence in the eyes of the electors was that he stayed
too long in office after the need for a dissolution had become
apparent. But we can see now that this course, whose domestic
drawbacks were obvious, was dictated, and indeed rendered
almost obligatory, by a very exceptional crisis (scantily realized
by the British public) in foreign affairs.
The measures which render his period of office memorable
1 Lord Askwith, Lord James of Hereford (1930), 268-9.

